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CHAPTER ONE

The Cut

Wade Mercer knew the tracks didn’t belong there.

He saw them before he killed the engine. The truck rolled to a stop at the edge of the lower pasture, gravel crunching once before the world went quiet. Wind moved through the dry grass in long, steady pulls.

Too many.

Not one truck. Not a neighbor cutting across. Not a lost hunter or some kid. Four. Maybe five vehicles. In and out. Same path. Same line. Whoever it was, they hadn’t been guessing.

Wade stepped out, boots hitting dirt that hadn’t seen rain in weeks. He didn’t look at the house behind him. Nothing back there had changed in years.

This had.

He moved toward the tracks, reading the ground the way most people read words. Tire treads cut deep in places, lighter in others. Weight shifts. Stops. Turns.

They’d come in from the west fence.

That alone put something tight in his chest.

Wade crouched, fingers hovering above the imprint. Fresh. Last night, maybe early this morning. He straightened and looked toward the tree line that broke the far edge of his property. Beyond that was miles of land that didn’t belong to anyone who asked permission.

A breeze shifted, carrying something faint. Not sound. Just enough to make him turn toward the back acreage.

He stood there a long moment, listening.

Nothing.

He didn’t like it.

People didn’t come onto his land by accident. And they sure as hell didn’t come in numbers.

He turned back to the truck without rushing, but not wasting time. The door shut harder than it needed to. He didn’t head toward the house. He went the other way.

Toward the back.

The land changed the farther out he went. Grass gave way to rougher ground. Trees grew closer, thicker, older. The kind of place that held shadows even when the sun was high.

Wade slowed as the fence line came into view.

Or what was left of it.

He cut the engine and stepped out before the dust settled. The wire had been cut clean. Not broken. Not worn through. Two strands pulled apart just enough for a vehicle to pass.

He crouched and pressed two fingers to the metal. Still cold. No sun on it yet. It hadn’t been open long.

Wade pulled on gloves and pushed the wire aside, stepping through. Branches shifted under his boots as he followed the marks into the trees. They hadn’t tried to hide anything. No covering tracks. No scattering the ground. Just in. And out. Like it wasn’t his land at all.

The trees opened enough to give him a clearer line.

That’s when he saw it.

Not the trucks. Not people.

A shape off to the right that didn’t belong.

He shifted direction, moving slow and quiet. The closer he got, the clearer it became.

A woman.

Curled low against the base of a tree, half-hidden in shadow. Still. Too still.

Wade stopped a few feet away.

A woman. Clothes wrong for the terrain. Dirt-streaked. Torn. One arm tucked tight against her side. Her head lifted just enough for him to see her eyes.

Sharp. Aware. Terrified.

Not surprised.

Like she already knew where she was.

And what that meant.

Wade didn’t move. Didn’t offer a hand. Didn’t soften his voice.

“You picked the wrong place to hide.”

Her breathing hitched once, then steadied.

“I know.”

Silence stretched between them.

Wade’s gaze flicked toward the tracks behind him, then back to her.

“Who’s coming?”

She didn’t answer right away. When she finally spoke, her voice was rough but steady.

“Not who,” she said quietly.

That pulled something darker into his expression.

“Then what?”

Her fingers tightened against her side.

“Something you don’t want on your land.”

Wade let that sit. Wind moved through the trees again.

He looked past her, deeper into the property he’d worked his whole life to hold onto.

Then back at her.

It had already started.

Whatever this was, it wasn’t passing through. And it wasn’t leaving on its own.

Wade exhaled once, slow.

Then made the only decision that mattered.

“Get up.”

She hesitated. Not out of fear. Out of calculation.

“Now,” he added.

That decided it.

She pushed herself up, unsteady but determined, one hand still pressed to her side.

Wade turned and started back toward the break in the fence. He didn’t look back to see if she followed.

He could hear it in the way the ground shifted behind him.

Light. Uneven.

But there.

Wade Mercer had spent years keeping people out.

Now he was walking one in.

And somewhere behind them, the tracks waited.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Woman
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Wade didn’t speak on the drive back. He asked no questions. Not her name. Not what she was running from. Not why she had chosen his land.

He already knew enough. People didn’t end up like that by accident.

The truck bounced over uneven ground, dust trailing as the house came into view—small, weathered, unchanged. Nothing about it said safe. That hadn’t stopped her.

He killed the engine. “Inside.”

She hesitated, then moved. Slow. Careful. One arm tight against her side.

Wade opened the door and stepped aside. His eyes tracked everything—how she moved, what she clocked first. Exits. Windows. Distance between them. Smart.

“Sit.”

She lowered herself into the chair like it cost her.

He filled a glass at the sink and set it down. “Drink.”

She did. Small, controlled sips.

Wade leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “Name.”

She studied him over the rim. “Lila.”

That was all.

He didn’t push. Not yet.

His gaze dropped to her side. “Move your hand.”

She hesitated, then did. Blood, soaked dark. Not fresh, but not old. Knife wound. Clean entry, sloppy exit.

“You got lucky,” he said as he cleaned and wrapped it.

“Didn’t feel like it.”

“No. It wouldn’t.”

Tires crunched on gravel outside.

Both of them went still. Lila’s face showed recognition.

Sheriff’s truck.

Wade stepped outside, pulling the door shut behind him.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Drop
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Wade waited until full dark.

No porch light. No generator. The ranch sat quiet and easy to overlook, the way it always had. That was the point.

Inside, Lila stayed where he’d left her. She didn’t ask questions. Didn’t push. But he felt her attention tracking every sound, every shift in the air.

Wade grabbed his hat. “Lock it behind me.”

She hesitated. “You’re going out there?”

“Yes.”

“That’s not a good idea.”

“Neither is staying blind.” He glanced back once. “If I’m not back before sunup, you leave.”

Her expression shifted. She understood what it meant.

“And go where?”

“Not my problem.”

He stepped out before she could answer.

The land felt different at night. Quieter, but not empty. Wade moved along the edge of the pasture on foot, keeping low where the ground dipped, using the terrain he knew by heart.

No flashlight. Moonlight was enough.

The tracks from earlier were harder to see, but he didn’t need them. He knew where they led.

Toward the back. Toward the break in the fence. Toward whatever had decided his land no longer belonged to him.

He slowed as he neared the tree line, crouching as the wind shifted. That same wrong feeling returned, stronger now.

Something was coming.

He stayed still. Listened.

At first, nothing. Then—faint engines. Far off, but closing.

Wade moved deeper into the shadow of the trees where the land dipped. Headlights stayed low. Smart. Too smart.

The first truck rolled through the gap in the fence without hesitation. A second followed. Then a third. A fourth. Organized. Controlled.

They moved with purpose toward the far ridge—ground Wade hadn’t checked in weeks. His mistake.

One truck slowed near the center of the property. The others continued. A split. A drop.

Wade watched as figures stepped out. Two men carried something heavy to a rock formation he had passed a hundred times without noticing. They worked quickly, efficiently. This wasn’t their first time.

A light flicked on for half a second. Packages. Wrapped tight. Stacked clean.

Wade’s jaw hardened. He didn’t need Lila to explain what it meant.

The trucks reformed and slipped back into the dark, gone as if they had never been there.

Wade stayed hidden a long time, then moved toward the drop. The ground looked undisturbed to anyone who didn’t know better. He crouched, brushed the surface lightly. Recently covered.

His land. Their route. Their storage.

His problem.

He stood slowly, eyes scanning the darkness once more. Then he turned back toward the house.

This wasn’t passing through. It was built in. And if he didn’t stop it, they would make sure it stayed that way.
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